THE GROWTH OF INDIVIDUALISM	183
cessions the State might see fit to make to human
frailty, a certain standard of economic morality was
involved in membership of the Christian Church;
that it was the function of ecclesiastical authorities,
whoever they might be, to take the action needed
to bring home to men their social obligations—such
doctrines were still common ground to all sections of
religious thought. It was precisely this whole con-
ception of a social theory based ultimately on religion
which was being discredited. While rival authorities
were discussing the correct interpretation of economic
ethics, the flank of both was turned by the growth of
a powerful body of lay opinion, which argued that
economics were one thing and ethics another.
Usury, a summary name for all kinds of extortion,
was the issue in which the whole controversy over
11 good conscience " in bargaining came to a head, and
such questions were only one illustration of the immense
problems with which the rise of a commercial civiliza-
tion confronted a Church whose social ethics still pro-
fessed to be those of the Bible, the Fathers and the
Schoolmen. A score of books, garnished with citations
from Scripture and from the canonists, were written
to answer them. Many of them are learned ; some are
almost readable. But it may be doubted whether,
even in their own day, they satisfied any one but their
authors. The truth is that, in spite of the sincerity
with which it was held that the transactions of business
must somehow be amenable to the moral law, the code
of practical ethics, in which that claim was expressed,
had been forged to meet the conditions of a very dif-
ferent environment from that of commercial England
in the seventeenth century.
The most crucial and the most difficult of all political
questions is that which turns on the difference between
public and private morality. The problem which it
presents in the relations between States is a common-
place* But, since its essence is the difficulty of apply-

